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UM CERAMIST MOLDS FUTURE OUT OF CLAY
by Beth Ann Cogswell
University Communications
MISSOULA—
David Pledge remembers skipping recess in fifth grade to stay indoors and mold clay into funny
caricatures and other objects that eventually found homes with aunts, uncles and even the family doctor
Today the 32-year-old Great Falls native’s lifelong passion for clay is finally bringing him
recognition outside his family. Owners of his work pour tea and drink from his pottery vessels, and eat
off unique plates. One of his creations — a spherical ornament with seven swimming swans painted on it
— is part o f the White House’s permanent Christmas ornament collection and every year adorns the
branches o f a tree in the Blue Room.
“I like that people use them,” Pledge says o f his pieces. “I get to feel that I’m a part of their
lives.”
Pledge is carving out a reputation as a serious ceramist. He is one o f only a handful o f potters
accepted into The University of Montana’s Fine Arts graduate program. And last summer he
completed a two-month residency at the prestigious Archie Bray Foundation outside Helena. The
foundation was founded in part by the internationally known ceramist and UM Professor Emeritus Rudy
Autio.
He describes his decision to become an artist as a painful one. But, with galleries in Portland,
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Ore., and Los Angeles showing interest in marketing his work, and a piece o f his recently being
accepted into a group show at the Holler Museum in Helena, his decision is beginning to feel right
Pledge’s father, W. J. Pledge who worked as a banker, discouraged his son from becoming an
artist because, Pledge says, he worried that it wasn’t a financially stable career.
“My father exposed me to art He had to buy art for the bank,” Pledge says. “He was interested
in art and music and tried to expose me to culture without encouraging me to pursue it as a career.”
Pledge also felt discouraged by his experiences in public school where he was disciplined for
drawing in class. Things changed when Pledge entered Great Falls High School and encountered
teachers Dave Rothweiler and Robert Dillabough who recognized his talent and encouraged him.
He says he still struggles with his decision to devote his life to making art and that it took him
years to accept being an artist as a way o f life. He credits his mother, Vivian, and sister, Jennifer, for
being supportive, saying, “I wouldn’t have made it this far without them.”
“When my dad died, it really made me think about things. I decided I wanted to do something '
with my life that I was proud of,” Pledge says. “I still have trouble with it, but when I’m making art, it
feels like what I should be doing.”
Last summer while at the Bray, Pledge got a taste o f what it’s like to work as an artist and be
solely dependent on selling art to survive. He lived in a tiny cabin in the mountains with no running
water or telephone. He says it was a more realistic situation than the insular world o f a university.
In the past, Pledge’s work has consisted mostly o f earth-toned, quirky functional pieces like
teapots and bowls, but now he says he is striving to make his work more elaborate and sculptural. The
focus at UM, he says, is on aesthetics, but he wants to retain the functional element o f his pieces while
refining his process to include more complicated forms. He feels strongly that the basic pot is a vital
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structure and should be valued as art.
“If you discourage making pots in college, you really lose because there are formal things to
learn from the basic pot,” Pledge says. “Pots are something we look to when exploring the history
of a r t”
Much of Pledge’s enthusiasm for working with clay, he says, is generated by the excitement of
the firing process. He prefers gas-fired kilns that use wood or soda because they leave evidence of the
firing process on the surface of the clay. He is building a soda kiln at UM so students can experience
the distinctive brilliant-orange flashing the soda imprints on pieces.
This summer Pledge is working for Autio and his wife, Lela, in Missoula, mixing and rolling out
clay in Autio’s studio and doing odd jobs around the house. Autio’s artistic influence has Pledge
thinking less about function, he says, and more about architecture. But, while he is moving more
toward what he calls, “fine art ceramics,” he maintains a passion for the basic pot.
“The functional vessel is a good forum to explore art,” says Pledge. “ Just because it’s functional
/
doesn’t mean it’s not art.”
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